THEME 7:  
THE PASSOVER OF THE KINGDOM
TEXTS:   Mk 14:1 - 16:20; Mt 26:1 - 28:20; Lk 22:1 - 24:53.
(For the community meeting: Lk 24:13-35)

BIBLICAL KEY
1. HISTORICAL LEVEL
1.1. The Passion
1.1.1. An incontrovertible historical fact
The passion of Jesus is the surest of facts that can be roundly affirmed. Today there is hardly any discussion of its veracity, since it belongs to the most solid realities of the history of Jesus. "Without his death, Jesus would not have been historical" (Wellhausen). And Jesus died by crucifixion, from which we can deduce that Roman authorities pronounced or confirmed the death sentence and executed it, since at that time crucifixion was an exclusively Roman form of capital punishment. Death on a cross was not only an exceedingly cruel torment, but a most humiliating one, reserved for slaves and foreigners (recall that Rome used crucifixion to chastise the slave Spartacus). Despite the halo which has since surrounded it, the cross meant the vilest form of death. As far as Roman citizens were concerned, Cicero stated that "the very idea of the cross must be kept far not only from their bodies, but even from their minds." Indeed, it was considered bad form even to mention this form of death. The death of Jesus is certain, based on the main principles underlying the historical authenticity of the gospels: multiple attestation and discontinuity with the primitive Church. All the Gospels (Synoptics and John) unanimously insist on the centrality of the passion and bloodshed of Jesus' death on the cross. Written after the resurrection of Jesus, these dolorous accounts could hardly have been invented by the primitive Church, since they dealt with "humiliating facts" that would tend to "cheapen" the dignity of Jesus, the Master who died on a cross. Not even the apostles were ready to deal with this event, since  they all abandoned Jesus, and Peter repeatedly denied him.

From the standpoint of literary criticism, one must say that one would have expected the Church to have invented some glorious events to exalt its origins, rather than one so degrading. Jesus' death on a cross --a fact firmly upheld by both history and gospel criticism-- is still "a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles" (1 Cor 1:23). The passion and death --the way people treated Jesus and vented their rage on him-- appears to be a sacrilege. But Jesus gave it a redeeming meaning, and so does the Church, illumined by the light of the resurrection and of the Holy Spirit.

1.1.2. The final consequence of Jesus' praxis.
Through a reading of the gospels, it becomes quite clear that the cross of Jesus cannot be isolated from his life.  His passion is the culmination of an existence marked by a total commitment to making the Reign of God present in this unjust world. This consecration to the Reign of God in word and deed evoked not only the enthusiasm of a loyal few, but also the ever-growing and hatred of many powerful adversaries, which led to his death.  Jesus was not a monk confined to a cave (like an Essene of Qumran) or a man living in the wilderness (like John the Baptist). He acted and preached in public, openly, in houses, in the country, in the temple and in the synagogue. He activity did not pass unperceived; rather, it was observed and even spied on. And very soon it came into head-on opposition with the religious and political powers of his time. Jesus reckoned with the possibility of death, including a violent death.

The events happening around him suggested the real possibility of his blood being shed. When Jesus' opponents accused him of expelling demons with the help of Beelzebub (Mt 12:24), they insinuated that he was practicing magic, a crime punishable by death. When he forgave the paralytic, he was accused of blasphemy, since he was usurping an act of God, who alone can forgive sins (Mk 2:7) and thus again he was  deserving of death. He was especially exposed to danger by frequently breaking the Sabbath precept, for example, when he and his disciples plucked ears of grain on the Sabbath (Mk 2:23-28), despite the advice he was given. Again he broke the Sabbath observance by healing a man with a withered hand (Mk 3:1-5). But Jesus' "transgressions" were not gratuitous, nor did he boast of being a rebel. In all that he did it was clear that his aim to show the conduct of God Himself, who looked kindly upon human beings, healing, forgiving and liberating them. This is what lies at the very base of New Testament Christology! We should likewise recall that the violent execution of John the Baptist --the fate of all the prophets-- (Mk 6:14-29, 9:13), had set before Jesus the imminent possibility of a tragic death. In cleansing the temple (Mk 11:15-17) Jesus set his own life at risk, since immediately after that incident the chief priests and scribes tried to kill him (Mk 11:18). He was also flirting with death because he dared to eat with sinners, seating them at his own table, giving them back their lost dignity. And he spoke in parables of God's love for sinners, of the Loving One who seeks out all that is hopelessly lost (the lost sheep, the lost coin, the lost son: Lk 15).  From these parables of God's loving kindness, a line runs directly to Calvary.

The religious groups of his time were keeping constant track of him. The scribes themselves acknowledged that Jesus spoke and taught with authority, without regard for the status of persons (Lk 20:21). Despite the enormous prestige that the scribes enjoyed among the people --the dignity of being heirs of the prophets-- Jesus accused them to their face of laying unbearable burdens on people's backs and of barring them from entering the Kingdom (Lk 11:45-52). And he urged the people to rid themselves of their leaven (Lk 20:45-47). To the Pharisees, who despised common folk whom they labeled as "people of the land" (am-ha-aretz) and robbed them not only of bread, but also of the comfort of table-fellowship with God, Jesus addressed some of his strongest reproaches and invited them to conversion (Lk 11:37-44). This daring, born of his sovereign awareness of his divine sonship and of his love for human beings, made in image of the living  God, led him toward death (Mk 3:6). The Herodians, oddly enough, associated themselves with the Pharisees in posing to him the captious question about paying tribute to Caesar (Mk 12:13), which was later used as a charge against him in the passion narrative (Lk 22:2). Herod Antipas also wanted to kill Jesus (Lk 13:31-33). The net of his enemies was tightening around him, and the gospels speak of a well-organized plot against Jesus (Mk 14:1; Mt 26:3-5; Lk 22:1-2), which ended with his arrest, and a hasty night trial that led to his being handed over to Pilate for execution.

During his journey toward Calvary, Jesus made some statements referring to his imminent passion. The Synoptic gospels gathered them together into these three groups: (1) Mk 8:31, Mt 16:21, Lk 9:22. (2) Mk 9:31, Mt 17:22-23, Lk 9:44. (3) Mk 10:33-34,  Mt 20:18-19, Lk 18:31-33. The community added certain redactional retouches to these three Passion Predictions, but it is impossible to deny their substantially historical core. It cannot be held that all of them were formulations made by the primitive Church after the event of the passion and resurrection. It can be stated that, historically, Jesus foresaw and foretold his passion and death. He could see himself constantly threatened and could not have been unaware of the final denouement of his life. The most ancient prediction, which surely goes back to the historical Jesus, is found in Mk 9:31: "The Son of man will be delivered into the hands of men." Critically analyzed, it displays Jesus' typical way of speaking: the 'divine passive' [will be delivered = God will deliver], the mysterious way of speaking, and the play on words [the pun on "Son of man" and "hands of men"]. But these three are not the only predictions; the gospels are full of announcements of the passion. There are, for example, Jesus' threats against the murderers of God's messengers (Mt 23:34-36) and against those who build mausoleums for the prophets, yet are about to murder the prophet (Mt 23:29-32). Then there are sayings whose central theme is the lot of Jesus himself:  the bridegroom who will be taken away (Mk 2:20), the shepherd who will be stricken and the sheep dispersed (Mk 14:27), the murder of the vineyard owner's son (Mk 12:1-12), the prediction  that he himself would die as a malefactor and thus be thrown into a common grave without an anointing. This is the original sense of the anointing at Bethany (14:8).

Jesus presaged a violent kind of death. He came to announce and implant the Kingdom of God, yet his loyalty to this mission was going to be the occasion of his death. Jesus did not flee from it, nor did he lessen the demands of his message or cave in before the threats he received. He went on faithfully, despite the fact that he found himself ever more alone and misunderstood in his task. His death on a cross would definitively seal a life of unconditional commitment to the mission he had received from the Father.

1.1.3. Some extra-biblical witnesses
The gospels are always the most trustworthy sources for our knowledge of Jesus. Yet we somehow instinctively believe that we should give more credit to other non-Christian writings, as being more impartial. Here we will offer a few of the witnesses which after critical examination appear to be independent and believable. It must be said that they are not as abundant as one might have desired. One thinks of Günter Bornkamm's evaluation of the modest role that Jesus played in the annals of the Roman state and in Jewish historical writings: "The few non-Christian sources in which he is mentioned at all, are quickly enumerated" (G.B., Jesus of Nazareth, p. 27).

Flavius Josephus offers a witness about Jesus in his Jewish Antiquities, written in the 90s. The text has been much studied and today it is agreed that there are undoubtedly some Christian interpolations, but even some of the severest critics state that it contains an historical nucleus that comes from Josephus himself, referring explicitly to the death of Jesus: "About this time there arose a further source of troubles in one Jesus...a teacher of those who gladly welcome strange things. He led away many Jews, and also many of the Gentiles. This man was the so-called Christ. "When Pilate, acting on the information supplied by the chief men among us, condemned him to the cross, those who had attached themselves to him at the first did not abandon their allegiance, for he appeared to them on the third day alive again, the divinely-inspired prophets having spoken these and thousands of other wonderful things about him. And the tribe of Christians, which has taken this name from him, is not extinct even today." (Ant. 18, 3.64). According to this text, Pilate condemned Jesus to the cross through the accusation of Jewish authorities. The other items, added later seem to be of Christian provenance.

The Roman historian Tacitus, writing in his Roman Annals between AD. 115 and 117), mentions the Great Fire of Rome in AD. 64 and Nero's attempt to shift the blame for it from himself and fasten it on the Christians. Tacitus explains the term "Christian": "This name originates from 'Christus' who was sentenced to death by the procurator, Pontius Pilate, during the reign of Tiberius. This detestable superstition, which had been suppressed for a while, spread anew not only in Judea, where the evil started, but also in Rome, where everything that is horrid and wicked in the world gathers and finds numerous followers" (Ann. 15, 4). It seems that this testimony comes from a documentary source. It does not use terms like "dicunt" or "ferunt," which would lead one to think that they were reported by others. Its non-laudatory, scornful tone reflects the common opinion that any contemporary Roman would hold. Tacitus links Christianity with Christ, crucified by Pontius Pilate, and refers the event to the time of the Emperor Tiberius.

In the Talmud (recompiled in the 5th cent., but containing some very ancient traditions), Jesus is also mentioned. In a baraita (an independent tradition that does not appear in the Mishnah), in the Sanhedrin tractate, it states: "A herald proclaimed him beforehand, but not long before. In effect, against this it is taught: They hanged Yeshu on Passover Eve, after a herald for forty days proclaimed that 'He will be stoned, because he has practiced sorcery and led Israel astray.' The herald had vainly called on anyone who would speak in his defense to come forward and do so, so they hanged him  on the Eve of the Feast of Passover" (TB, Sanhedrin 43a). Despite the contradiction between the two different forms of chastisement --stoning and crucifixion-- this official Jewish writing aims at exonerating the Jewish participants of any culpability by presenting the trial of Jesus as juridically irreproachable, which is historically untrue. But it is important to reckon with this official text, because it acknowledges that Jesus' condemnation to the cross had been inflicted by Jewish authority, and that this chastisement had in fact happened in history.

Other documents hardly offer further proofs. Not even the agrapha (unwritten words), that is, words attributed to Jesus but not appearing in the gospels. The same is true of the apocryphal gospels, a mixture of legend and piety, and of the discoveries of Nag-Hammadi, Gnostic writings of Christian origin, found in Egypt (Luxor 1946).

We must conclude by stating that Jesus passed almost unnoticed through the history of his time. But the few testimonies we have mentioned make this much clear: Jesus was crucified in the time of Tiberius by order of Pontius Pilate, at the instigation of Jewish authorities. And with special emphasis this underscores the most disconcerting event, of which historical criticism has never been in doubt: his death on the cross.

1.2. The Resurrection
1.2.1. Transformed from disconsolate disciples to enthusiastic witnesses of Jesus.
The Resurrection of Jesus constitutes the center of our faith: a mystery accepted only through faith, and our faith is dark. But our acceptance of it must not be just uncritical, but rather, critical. From the gospels we see that Jesus' life ended in failure: the disciples let their Master face his Passion alone, they abandoned him and fled. It must have seemed that the whole story of Jesus ought to have ended with his death. His burial seemed to cancel all his pretensions, so that all the messianic expectations he had aroused must have seemed dead and  buried with him in the tomb. According to Jewish belief, God had condemned a blasphemer and cursed a usurper on the cross. His death on a cross seemed like a final chastisement inflicted by God. In a word, the whole matter seemed over and done with.

The disciples on the road to Emmaus were the very embodiment of the most bitter disillusionment: We were hoping that he was the one who would set Israel free. (Lk 24:21). But that hope had faded. After the death of one Theudas, his followers were disbanded (Acts 5:36) and so did those of Judas the Galilean (Acts 5:37). But that was not to be the outcome of our story. Suddenly the disciples began to proclaim Jesus. A few uneducated men (Acts 4:13), who but a short time before had been fearful to budge, began to act in an unheard of manner. Three salient features could be discerned in them: they had the courage to speak out, they withstood opposition, and they were happy to suffer for the name of Jesus. They preached with a boldness verging on audacity in the face of the people and of the religious authorities of their time (and so it is even to this day). They did not pass over the scandalous fact of the cross in silence, but proclaimed it as the wisdom and power of God, although it was indeed a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles (cf. 1 Cor 1:22-24). But why? What had happened? Something extraordinary happened that went beyond all human attempts to give a satisfactory explanation. It was a birth full of contrasts, one that was diametrically opposed to all human, psychological and social expectations. It was impossible to explain how, from a man dead and buried, a group of deeply committed men should arise. Nor could anyone understand the radical change that the cross underwent: from being a sign of shame, it now became an object of worship. How had hope sprung from despair, communion from dispersion, eager activity from crushing defeat? There is no convincing human answer to this. The only explanation is the one offered in the NT: Jesus has risen. It must be said that it was from this that the Christian Church was born "ontologically": "The Lord is truly -ontos- risen" (Lk 24:34). And in the light of the Resurrection, the disciples could see and grasp the mysterious design of God, present in the life and death of Jesus, which were now interpreted in  salvific terms. Briefly put, the dynamic that the gospels present is as follows. The Risen Lord has met with his disciples by way of appearing to them. The result of this was the rebirth of the faith and the mission of the disciples. One must insist that first of all, something happened in Jesus; and this was the principle and cause of the change that took place in the disciples.

Limiting ourselves to the written texts we possess, we must affirm that the most primitive formulations of the Christian creed, the first Christian liturgies, and the accounts of the synoptic Gospels, all insist unanimously and as a core essential of faith, that Jesus died, that contrary to all human hope he rose again, that he personally encountered his disciples and was seen and recognized as being truly alive.

We can know the historical background of the witness that the gospels transmit; but accepting the truth of this witness belongs to faith alone.

Now in itself, the fact of the resurrection exceeds the field of human science: it is not empirically, objectively or rigorously verifiable. It remains in the secret of God and is a work of His life-giving eschatological power. We only know it by divine revelation. In this sense, the resurrection of Jesus is not 'historical,' in the sense that it cannot be verified by the tools and methods of historical investigation.  It is real, but it is not, in the sense just explained, "historical." The resurrection of Jesus is beyond comparison with any phenomenon in our world, because the fact itself exceeds the coordinates of space and time: the Risen Lord passes through walls, knows no boundaries and counts no days. The resurrection is a fact that invites us to believe in it.

But we must also state that this event happened within history; it happened in a man called Jesus of Nazareth, and it affects our history. There are signs pointing to this event, such as the empty tomb (which was never denied in Jerusalem), the experience of certain witnesses, the certitude of the apostles. According to these nuances it is  "historical" and  hence is credible to human reason. For the Church, the Resurrection is an event that really took place in Jesus of Nazareth after his death, an event that is as real as his earlier life had been.

This conviction came to the disciples from without. The resurrection cannot be explained away by psychology, as if it were the result of a hallucination or deranged fantasy. The Synoptics relate a number of apparitions of the Risen Lord. And it was not just one person, but rather many persons, who saw him. There are collective apparitions to the group of the Twelve. Moreover, these men were not inclined to believe easily in the raving words of women (Lk 24:11). According to the gospel accounts, there are no believable data that would lead us to think of this as a subjective projection.

Nor was the verisimilitude of this event apparent from the standpoint of Judaism. True, the OT spoke of the raising up of the just (plural), and metaphorically of the "dry bones" of Ezk 37:1-15, or, in a collective sense, of the great messianic promise to raise up the "house" or "dynasty," often using the Hb qum with the meaning of "to cause to rise up" or "to stand up after having lain down," much as the NT uses the Gk anistemi. But the absolutely novel thing is the NT notion that this man Jesus, this Messiah, died and rose. The notion of a suffering Messiah did not figure at all in the then-current prospects of Judaism. It was imposed by force of the Easter events, because it happened in Jesus and because he made himself seen by his disciples. And this is the way in which, against all human and religious expectations, Paul preached that: "Christ [= the Messiah] died" (1 Cor 15:3), and "We preach Christ [= the Messiah] crucified" (1 Cor 1:23).  One comes to believe in the resurrection only by overcoming a resistance to the reality of evil, suffering and death in the world.

This event was so scandalous that only the Risen Jesus could open hearts to understand and believe the scriptures that it was necessary for the Messiah to suffer and so enter into his glory (cf. Lk 24:25). And speaking to his disciples gathered together, he "opened their minds to the understanding of the Scriptures" and clearly told them: "Thus it is written that the Messiah must suffer and rise from the dead on the third day" (Lk 24:45-46). All this concern on the part of the Risen Jesus was aimed at letting us in on this paradoxical design of God. Only the Risen Lord has the initiative and the explanation. The human response is faith in Christ, died and risen.

2. LITERARY LEVEL
2.1. The Passion
2.1.1. The excessive length of these "sorrowful" accounts
Any reader of the gospels must be struck by the outstanding place that the passion narratives hold in them. They are not only quite long, but disproportionately so in relation to the other parts of the gospels. So true is this, that it has rightly been stated that the gospels --and not just that of Mark-- are a passion narrative with a long introduction. We latter-day readers are so accustomed to the gospels that we hardly notice this singular feature. But it was not thus at the outset, for the gospels were composed after the resurrection of Christ by persons who were already living in the light of that triumphant event and were witnesses of the resurrection (Acts 1:22, 2:32, 3:15; cf. 1 Cor 15:14; Rom 10:9). One would not have expected such insistence on the dolorous scenes of the Passion. It would have seemed more reasonable to stress the more 'positive' aspects of Jesus' existence: highlighting some aspects of his public life, his miracles, his success with the crowds, the accessible yet authoritative character of his teaching, his life with his disciples, and also the appearances of the Risen Lord and the powers he entrusted to the Church. As for the Passion, it could have been relegated to the shadows, like an unpleasant interlude which, thank God, had no permanent consequences. This is the human way of looking at things: ever ready to flee from the harsh facts of history and take refuge in an ideal world. And this, one might say, seems to be the perspective from which authors used to write  'edifying' hagiography: the 'exemplary' lives of saints. But this is not so in the gospels, which want to show us the whole tragedy of the man Jesus. Even the Resurrection does not pretend to make us forget the Passion. Rather, it allows us to review these disconcerting and contradictory events in a new light. Because this was the real dimension of the life of Jesus.

In fact, it is believed that very early on, the Passion won special attention on the part of the early Church, which had to meditate on the salvific meaning of some events which in themselves were even scandalous. The fruit of that deep reflection were the passion narratives.

2.1.2. Agreement in the same plot outline
A glance through these passion accounts reveals their fundamental coherence. If we compare them to other gospel accounts, we see that the passion narratives can be separated from the rest and can even be linked together rather differently, yet their overall thrust does not suffer from it. Indeed, this is what the synoptic gospels have done, forming a whole that is at once similar and dissimilar: a concordia discors.  Even the Fourth Gospel, which is so different from the Synoptics in its description of the ministry of Jesus, nevertheless agrees with them in the general order in which it presents the episodes of the Passion.

In the genesis of the gospel accounts, we find the paschal confession of faith, promulgated by the Church and transmitted by Paul (1 Cor 15:3-5). After this, Church tradition on the Passion was developed into accounts. Some of them were brief, beginning with the arrest of Jesus in Gethsemani, the aim of which was to prove, despite the incredulity of most Jews and the disillusionment of the disciples, that Jesus, dying on the cross, represented the fulfillment of the Isaian Suffering Servant who, though humiliated, would prosper and be glorified. Other longer accounts contained the preludes to the passion, beginning with the anointing at Bethany. These constitute a kind of theological deepening. Not only do the Scriptures bear witness to Jesus, but he  himself by his prophetic word manifests his anticipated glory and the voluntary character of his sacrifice. The present redaction of the gospels fuses both perspectives.

These accounts agree, although with certain nuances, in a threefold overall unity of: persons (Jesus, the Sanhedrin, Pilate, the disciples, Peter), time (a week) and place (the city of Jerusalem). In all the gospels the scenes unfold in a well-linked manner, forming a fluent and coherent narrative sequence. They can be grouped into cycles:

Cycle of the Garden of Olives (Mt 26:30-56; Mk 14:26-52; Lk 22:39-53), which includes the prediction of Peter's denial and the abandonment by the disciples, the prayer in Gethsemani and the arrest of Jesus.

Cycle of judgment (Mt 26:57-27:31; Mk 14:53; Lk 22:54-23:25) which in turn encloses two judgments:

a) Jesus is brought before the high priest, the scene of outrages, the interrogation and sentence;

b) Jesus is brought before Pontius Pilate, the episode of Barabbas, mockery by the soldiers and condemnation.

Cycle of the crucifixion (Mt 27:32-56; Mk 15:21-41; Lk 23:26-49) which includes the crucifixion of Jesus, mockeries, death, the centurion's confession of faith and the burial.

On the margin of an archeological reconstruction, which is always highly difficult, it must be stated that the passion narratives are not an individual literary-theological creation, but an ecclesial proclamation. The Passion of Jesus is the Church's treasure, and it is the Church that offers it to us. But the aim of the evangelists was not to give us a detailed chronicle of the last sorrowful events of the life of Jesus. They were not historians in the modern sense; they have left us some details that ought to be explained (the enigma of Judas' betrayal, the flight of the disciples and their  situation during the Passion...). They show no interest whatever in the psychology of the dramatis personae, as the later apocryphal works of the Acta Pilati or the Acta Joannis did.

Even within their narrative form, they aim at making an announcement and catechesis about Jesus; they exhort Christians to perseverance and trust in God in the midst of trials, following the example of Jesus. If Christians are now being persecuted for the sake of the gospel, so was their Master persecuted before them.

The events of the Passion point toward the Resurrection. They invite the reader to believe in a victory beyond the most abject failure. These accounts have been delivered in order to increase and confirm faith in Jesus Christ, dead and risen.

2.2. The Resurrection
2.2.1. Diversity of literary genres, personages and places
In contrast with the accounts of the Passion, the appearances of the Risen Jesus are presented in a quite different way in the Synoptic Gospels. This var iety might seem surprising at a first reading. Let us look, then, in a summary way, at this diversity regarding the literary genre, the number and identity of the beholders, the place and time of these appearances. There are several literary genres: apocalyptic (sudden appearances of angels, men dressed in white and shining robes, accompanying earthquakes and shining lights, awestruck reactions); apologetic (a manifest interest in stressing the corporeal reality of the risen Jesus); polemic (defending the fact of the resurrection against the false accusation that the disciples stole the body of Jesus); historical (the certain fact of the empty tomb).

In the authentically "Markan" ending of Mark (as opposed to the longer canonical additions following Mk 16:8), there is no account of an appearance, but only a prediction of it (16:7). In the Gospel  according to Matthew, two are narrated: one to the women at the tomb (28:9-10) and the other to the disciples on a hill in Galilee (28:16-20). In Luke, besides these two (placed differently), two more are related: one to the disciples of Emmaus (24:13-35) and the other to the disciples gathered together in Jerusalem (24:36-52).

The topography is different, too. Some appearances take place in Galilee, as foretold in Mk 16:7 and Mt 28:7 and explicitly narrated in Mt 28:16-20. Others occur in and around Jerusalem, as related in Lk 24:13-35,36-52. The chronology is also different. Mark announces the appearances for the future (Mk 16:7). Matthew places the appearance to the women on Easter morning (Mt 28:9-10) and the appearance to the disciples at an undetermined time (Mt 28:16-20). Luke, in contrast, scatters them throughout Easter, right up to the Ascension (Lk 24:13,33,36,50).

Such a manifest variety shows that the evangelists were not concerned with framing the accounts of the appearances within some spatio-temporal coordinates, to make them fit within some clear-cut and uniform history. Each gospel is faithful to its own theology and does not respond to a merely external harmonization. Mark --as we have already seen in the explanation of his Gospel-- insists on the importance of Galilee. Luke regards Jerusalem as the midpoint of time and as the place from which the gospel spreads out. Matthew has a bit of both traditions (Mt 28:16-20).

These divergences also apply to the redactional details of each evangelist, an evidence that the appearance-accounts are not meant as information from a chronicle, but rather, as testimonies of faith. And this testimony is always fundamentally the same: Jesus, who was crucified and died, has risen and has appeared to his own. On this point there is absolute agreement. This is stated in the oldest NT witness, which reflects the faith of the Church: that Christ died for our sins, that he was buried and rose on the third day, and that he appeared to the brethren (cf. 1 Cor 15:3-5).

2.2.2. The Resurrection event is not narrated directly; it is "proclaimed" by divine revelation.
But the Resurrection of Jesus --otherwise so prominent in pictorial iconography-- is never described. The exact moment or manner in which Jesus rose and left the tomb empty, is not mentioned in any NT writing. Only at a later time, the fragmentary apocryphal "Gospel of Peter," a fantastic product of pious legends, portrays the soldiers as eyewitnesses of the Resurrection of Jesus, who is raised up in a burst of light until his head pierces the sky (Gosp Pet, chs. 9-10). As to the event itself of Jesus' Resurrection, the preaching of the apostles and the gospel accounts are so deeply respectful that they remain silent about it. Theirs is a silence before the mystery of the action of God the Father, who raises Jesus up from the dead. The communication of this mystery is not due to any human work; rather, it is gratuitously granted to the apostles and the women. It is a divine revelation, a sovereign gift from God.

Each Gospel, in keeping with its own redactional style, describes it by mentioning divine messengers, who assume different representations. Here we come close to the kerygmatic formulation of the primitive Church. The Angel of the Lord, whose face is like lightning and whose garments are as dazzling as snow, announces to the women: "I know you are looking for Jesus the crucified, but he is not here, he has been raised" (Mt 28:5-6). A young man dressed in white tells the women: "You are looking for Jesus of Nazareth, the one who was crucified. He has been raised up; he is not here" (Mk 16:6). Two men dressed in dazzling garments ask, and then confirm: "Why do you search for the Living One among the dead? He is not here; he has been raised up" (Lk 24:5-6). All of these figures are, in keeping with biblical usage, spokespersons of God Himself. They make known the enigma of the resurrection of Jesus. This Jesus, who died, has been raised up by God (the 'divine passive,' egérthe, "has been raised up," ascribes this action exclusively to God, a nuance that several modern translations do not adequately reflect); and God Himself reveals this through His intermediaries  to the apostles and the women, so that by believing in their words, they might be converted and become witnesses of the resurrection. Moreover, God will graciously give them a confirmation of this message: the appearances of the Risen Jesus. But these appearances are not a direct proof of the resurrection; they are, however, testimonies that bolster our belief in it.

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL
3.1. Jesus, image of the "Persecuted Just One"
For Jesus, death was not a fortuitous happening, an unexpected accident that overtook him without prior warning. He reckoned on dying a violent death, but he did not walk toward it blindly, as to some ill-fated destiny. Rather, he gave it a redemptive meaning. Jesus handed himself over to death freely and voluntarily, not in a self-pitying way, because he foresaw that it was inevitable in his struggle to establish the Reign of God in this world. Hence he accepted the loving design of God that was passed on, mysteriously, through his death on the cross. No one took his life from him; he handed it over voluntarily, in an act of generosity and altruism. Jesus died in conformity with the will of God, although the death that this entailed was so cruelly repugnant to his humanity that he offered it "with loud cries and tears to God, who was able to save him from death" (cf. Heb 5:7-8). Even on the threshold of the Passion, in the agony of Gethsemani, portrayed in all the Synoptic Gospels (Mt 26:36-46; Mk 14:32-42; Lk 22:39-46), Jesus, through prayer, transformed his death into a filial offering to God, his Father. He agreed to drink the cup of bitterness to the dregs. Even though he was a Son, he learned through suffering and death the meaning of obedience to God and of solidarity with all human beings.

In the Passion Narratives, we note the telling presence of the Psalms about the persecuted just man, which are applied to Christ:

Ps 22:2: 
Mt 27:46; Mk 15:34

Ps 22:8:
Mt 27:39; Mk 15:29; Lk 23:35

Ps 22:9:
Mt 27:43

Ps 22:19:
Mt 27:35; Mk 15:24; Lk 23:34

Ps 41:10
Mk 14:18

Ps 42:6; 

43:5:
Mt 26:38; Mk 14:34

Ps 69:21:
Mt 27:34,48; Mk 15:23; Lk 23:36

Jesus is the image of the just man who suffers and is persecuted without reason. He does not falter, but puts his trust in God, who will save him because He is a faithful God. Once saved, the just man will be able to praise God. In the Psalms, the figure of "the just" is applied to persons (not just to the sick) who are unjustly accused, exposed to the peril of being brought to judgment. These just persons ask God to manifest their justice (cf. Pss 5, 7, 17, 31, 71, 119, 143). Sometimes God's response is manifested in the chastisement of their enemies (Pss 7:7-9,16; 35:23-28), and especially in a divine confirmation of the justice of the one who prays to Him (Pss 7:4-10; 35:23-28). But above all, it is stressed that the just person is delivered by God, so much so that in the Bible, the "just" becomes a technical designation for the just one who is persecuted but exalted by God (Pss 34 and 37). The fact that the just must suffer much became a "dogma" in the time of Jesus. To suffer appears to be the destiny of all the pious. Despite the magnitude of their tribulation, the just never fail in their hope that God will save them.

The whole drama of the ignominious passion of Jesus falls under the category of the just man, wickedly persecuted, who will only be rehabilitated after his death.

We should add something more here. Jesus suffered not only persecution, but death, and a humiliating death. In him are summed up the anguished cries of the Psalmists; the inconsolable lament of Job, who suffers without reason, asks for some explanation, yet receives none; the history of all the just who have been humiliated and mistreated, admirably exemplified in Wis 2:12-20 and 5:1-7. All the injustices, false accusations, deceptions and betrayals are unleashed against Jesus. "Jesus is the greatest victim in history, in whom it has been shown, once and for all, that in this world a just man can only be killed" (A. Camus). But Jesus does  not abandon himself stoically --without feeling or without hope-- to death. As he drinks the chalice of bitterness to the dregs, he entrusts himself into the hands of a God who is not a merciless tyrant, but rather a loving Father, leaving his lot in His hands. In the midst of darkness, in the midst of the mockery of the authorities, the soldiers, the crowd and even of one of the criminals crucified with him, he utters a loud cry, which becomes a supreme profession of faith in God his Father (Lk 23:46). This is why the centurion, who had witnessed all that had happened, glorified God by acknowledging that Jesus a "just" (díkaios ) man (Lk 23:47). He did not die in despair, but in absolute trust in the Father, who would save him, even beyond death. Salvation does not come by fleeing from the harsh reality of this world or even from death, but by facing them with one's faith placed firmly in God, who never lets go of human beings. The way in which Jesus dies is itself a testimony to the existence of God and of salvation.

3.2. Jesus' offering of his own life in obedience to God and in solidarity with human beings. The Suffering Servant.
In order to face up to the scandal of the passion, the first Christians had to have recourse to reading the Bible --the true interpretation of the history of the people of God-- within which the passion of Jesus had to be situated and understood. The prophecies of the Ebed Yahweh,  the Isaian Suffering Servant, have had a great influence on the whole NT and on the literature of martyrdom. Jesus, as the Suffering Servant, is presented as the prototype of service (Mk 10:45), of abnegation (Php 2:5-11), of voluntary and innocent suffering (1 Pt 2:21-25). The eunuch of Queen Candace was catechized on the passion of Jesus by an explanation of the Suffering Servant (Acts 8:32-33). It can be said that the theology of the Servant left its imprint on the understanding of the whole life of Jesus. But its influence is most noted in its illumination of the Christian meaning of the Passion. Indeed, the gospel tradition was formed in the light of the Servant Songs, which have been called "the protoevangel of the passion of Jesus."

But this was not just an application made by the primitive Church; Jesus himself had already applied the Servant image to himself. For if this interpretation had no support in Jesus himself, our faith would belong to the realm of mythology and ideology. Although it is hard to reconstruct the exact words of Jesus (his ipsissima verba) we can speak of his authentic intention (his ipsissima intentio, or, as Joachim Jeremias put it, his ipsissima vox) ). Direct allusions to the Suffering Servant are few enough, but this discreet usage is explained by the fact that the phase of the Suffering Servant's humiliation was soon overshadowed in the Church by the splendor of the Glorified Lord.

As we have seen earlier, Jesus was well aware of the possibility of a violent death. He had, then, to think of the meaning of his own death, and also of the importance that was attached in his time to the teaching of the expiatory value of death. In the Servant Songs (Is 52:13 - 53:12), he found the indications and the meaning of the passion: The silence of Jesus ("Like a lamb led to the slaughter...he was silent and opened not his mouth": Is 53:7); the whole heap of humiliations and mockeries; his burial --which was not in a common grave proper of criminals (contrary to "he was assigned a grave with the wicked" of Is 53:9a, but rather in a new tomb, in accord with "and with the rich in his death" of Is 53:9b); his innocence ("Though he had done no violence, nor was any deceit in his mouth": Is 53:9c-d); his voluntary acceptance of death ("he surrendered himself up to death" Is 53:12); his solidarity ("Yet it was our infirmities that he bore": Is 53:4); his expiation ("But he was pierced for our offenses...he made himself as an offering for guilt": Is 53:4,10); his capacity for forgiveness and intercession ("For he bore the sin of many, and made intercession for the transgressors": Is 53:12): the eventually fruitful outcome of his death ("See, my servant...will be raised up and highly exalted": Is 52:13; "My righteous Servant will justify many": Is 53:11).

Jesus interpreted his own death as a vicarious offering on behalf of an innumerable multitude of  sinners. His death has a redemptive value: he died for us, on our behalf. And this expression (not always well understood) does not mean that he died so that we might avoid dying, but rather that we might dies as he died, that we might voluntarily accept our own suffering and that of our least brothers and sisters, our own death (which seals a life of total commitment to the Reign of God) and that of so many innocent victims; and that we might offer them as he did, for the redemption of the world.

In this attitude, there is no excuse for passive resignation; one must struggle to combat evil --the fruit of injustice, inequalities and ignorance-- by all means possible; but when the unfathomable mystery of suffering and death strike a Christian, then he or she, like Jesus and with Jesus "the man of sorrows," must accept it and offer it to God.

Within the gospels we find eloquent testimonies to Jesus' voluntary surrender to death. After dissuading the sons of Zebedee from their triumphalist pretensions, setting them right on being able to drink the cup of the passion and teaching them that the greatest should be the one who serves all, Jesus ends with these words, which sum up the meaning of his existence: "For the Son of man also came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many" (Mk 10:45; Mt 20:28), The whole verse is a direct reference to the Suffering Servant. Like the Servant, Jesus "offers his life" (Is 53:10) "for the sake of many" (Is 53:4-6,12) "as a ransom" --Gk. lútron-- (Is 53:10). Jesus commits his life to God by dying for human beings, in order to save them from eternal death. The salvation of sinners is the aim of God's gracious design.

Through his institution of the Eucharist, Jesus also gave his death a further sense of vicarious solidarity. It is true that in these accounts of the institution one can note the liturgical and catechetical influence of the communities that preserved and transmitted them. Yet for all their somewhat stylized usage, the presence of certain Semitisms in them allow us to glimpse their archaic origin, especially in their most primitive form: "This is the blood of the Covenant,  which is poured out for many" (Mk 14:24). It is a short and concise phrase which liturgically condenses a rich teaching that Jesus unfolded throughout the last supper. Once again we hear echoes of the Suffering Servant. The blood "poured out" reminds us of the Servant, who "poured out [-heserah-] his life unto death" (Is 53:12). The blood of the Covenant actualizes the Covenant sealed on Sinai (Ex 24:3-8) and the new Covenant foretold by Jeremiah (Jer 31:34). It is the task assigned to the Servant: "I will make you as a covenant for the people and a light for the Gentiles" (Is 42:6; cf. Is 49:6). It is the carrying out of the new Covenant, which Jesus is going to seal with his blood poured out "for many" (cf. Is 52:14,15; 53:11,12), that is, for all humanity.

Jesus foresees the imminence of his death and he offers it as an expiation for the sins of the world and for the definitive re-establishment of God's Covenant with all human beings. The new Christian Passover is constituted by his death on the cross. It is his blood poured out for sins, a death offered in solidarity with humankind. In this sense the death of Jesus is the price paid for the sins of the world, of the injustices that are violently opposed to the implanting of the Reign of God. It is also obedience to God, who wants to establish his Reign by means of a perfect Covenant with humankind. This is not interrupted with the death of Jesus; rather, it is opened precisely because of it, since it uproots from human hearts the very thing that separates them from God, that alienates one human being from another and leads them to perdition: the dominion of sin.

Jesus made the last leg of his journey alone --abandoned and misunderstood by his disciples-- in most faithful obedience to the Father and in the greatest service of solidarity to others. In this way he opened a way of salvation -- a Passover-- whereby human beings, now reconciled, may draw near to God and be neighbors to one another. Jesus regarded his death as a vicarious and saving service for humanity. Love, forgiveness of enemies, living for others: Jesus made all of these possible through his death. And these deep attitudes of Jesus are summed up and  actualized for the Church in the celebration of each Eucharist.

As we have already seen, the figure of the Just One showed that the sufferings he bore were not the burden of his own guilt, since he is always portrayed as innocent. Hence, he is persecuted and tormented unjustly. The figure of the Suffering Servant carries this a step further. His affliction is so immensely great that it cannot relate to any individual sin of his own; rather, it relates to the sin of the whole people. The Passion of Jesus, as Servant, is so cruel and burdensome, because its aim is to take away the sins of the world, to redeem all humankind. Jesus pays the price for all, the innocent for the guilty. Thus his solidarity is expressed to the utmost extreme. Jesus is not only the innocent victim of human injustices and conflicts. He is the God-Man who voluntarily associates himself with the human condition: the condition of a "being-for-death." "Jesus does not die because we human beings kill, but rather because we human beings die" (González Faus).

The solidarity of Jesus is expressed in the sacrifice of his own life, made on behalf of (rather than "in place of" or "in substitution for") human beings. But in itself, suffering --however harrowing it may be-- does not redeem. What truly does liberate is love: "Christ loved the Church, and gave himself up for her" (Eph 5:25). So great was his love, so sovereignly gratuitous yet costly, that it led him to die for humankind, even to pour out his own blood for them, in order to free them from the condemnation of sin and death, to make them truly children of God, and to give them the fullness of life as an inheritance.

3.3. The Risen Lord is the same Jesus who was crucified, though he is also not the same. Identity and Transformation.
The gospel accounts stress the continuity, even the bodily continuity, between the crucified and risen Jesus. This can be seen in a literal rendering of the angel's terse declaration to the women: "You seek Jesus the Nazarene, the crucified; he has risen" (Mk 16:6). The post-Resurrection appearances also  stress this identity. In response to the doubts of the disciples who imagine they are seeing a ghost (Lk 24:37), Jesus declares that it is he himself (Lk 24:39), invites them to look at his hands and feet and to handle them (Lk 24:39-40), and proceeds to eat in their presence (Lk 24:43).

This insistence may be due, at least in part, to an apologetic effort in the primitive Church aimed at suppressing an overly spiritualistic and reductionist way of understanding the resurrection of Jesus.

But this continuity should not lead us to believe that the resurrection of Jesus was a mere reanimation of his body, as happened in the cases of the resuscitation of the widow of Naim's son (Lk 7:11-18) or of Lazarus (Jn 11:1-44). The resurrection does not consist of Jesus' being present again among his disciples as he was before, during his mortal life. The long ending of Mark states that Jesus appeared "in another form" (Mk 16:12). And in the other gospels we read that the risen Jesus took on different appearances: a stranger, a gardener, etc., that he came and went suddenly. The gospel accounts are sober. They do not speculate on the exact nature of Jesus' glorified body. But they do state that the resurrection of Jesus did not consist merely of some past influence of Jesus on the life of the disciples or in a mere recollection of theirs about Jesus.

But then as now, the important issue goes well beyond merely academic problems. This continuity between the crucified and risen Jesus frees us from another temptation: the temptation to believe that the resurrection is a miracle that somehow disconnected Jesus from his earthly life and ignominious death. Such a separation might lead to a flight from history and from the harsh demands and commitments of the cross. When Jesus shows his wounds (which the resurrection has not erased) to his disciples, he is reminding them of who he was and what he did, why he lived and why he died, the costliness of his love and of his commitment: all that he had to suffer in order to carry forward the establishment of the Reign of God among human beings. The risen Jesus is not the Messiah of earthly dreams  of glory, but the loving servant of all, who, out of pure obedience to the Father, surrendered himself even to death on a cross. This is why God has exalted him. The resurrection of Jesus does not render his life of commitment superfluous; rather, it enhances and consecrates it for all eternity, so that now, filled with divine power, it may be freed of the limits of a concrete space and time, and may reach all human beings in giving and serving out of love. In order to accomplish this immense task, Jesus relies on --indeed, needs-- a body of witnesses: the presence of the Church.

Yet there is not only a continuity, but also a transformation, and this means that a new form of life has burst into our history. And this divine life, which completely inundates Jesus, does not mean that Jesus withdraws into some heavenly and empyrean world, detaching himself from human history. One would have to reproach (hermeneutically, not poetically) the great Spanish man of letters, Fray Luis de León, for a passage in his famous Ode on the Ascension of the Lord: "Y dejas pastor santo / tu grey en este valle, hondo, oscuro..., / y tú, rompiendo el puro / aire, te vas al inmortal seguro" ("And thou, o holy shepherd, leavest thy flock in this valley deep and dark ..., whilst thou, piercing the pure air, goest on into immortal surety"). The glorified Jesus never abandons human history. Rather, by the power of the Spirit, he becomes the most potent and dynamic force to transform it.

The Risen Lord takes on a life that will never end (Rom 6:9), that will never know corruption (Acts 13:34). His is a spiritual body, a sôma pneumatikón (1 Cor 15:44). This paradoxical expression means that his body is animated by the presence of the Spirit of God, transfigured and glorified. This body is the real vehicle of communication and encounter between God and human beings. Now the body of Jesus is totally invaded by the Spirit of God, utterly steeped in the dimension and life of God. It has been lifted to a state of glory in the presence of the Father. The Risen Lord is now fully with God, and from the Father he is ever closer to human beings, ever more intimately within and amongst all of us.

3.4. The Risen Lord: the Word of God on Jesus and History.
The Resurrection is not just something tacked on; rather, it is the culmination of God's work in Jesus; it meshes perfectly with faith in the creating and saving God (cf. Mk 12:24; 2 Cor 13:4). The Resurrection is an act of the power of God who frees Jesus from the bonds of death and grants him new life. This action of God is creative, not only in the fullness of life that it bestows on Jesus, but in the exuberance of life that it opens up to all humanity. The Resurrection of Jesus signals the sovereign gesture of God, and also His most eloquent revealing Word: God makes himself known as truly God, capable of giving life to one who is dead and buried, the One in whom we can always trust, even though all other possibilities are lost and have, humanly speaking, ended in utter failure. With the Resurrection of Jesus, God manifests His love and fidelity, and identifies fully with Jesus, with all that he was and did. God intervened decisively to justify the life of Jesus, his daily commitment, his solidarity in the service of human beings, his poor and self-surrendering Messianism. He is faithful to Jesus, the oppressed Just Man and Suffering Servant, whom he rehabilitates.

With the Resurrection of Jesus, God likewise manifests His fidelity to human history, which will not end in a nihilistic chaos of perdition, but will have a perfectly happy personal, community and cosmic outcome. In the Resurrection of Jesus "the consummate Man," the Creator enhances all the seeds that He had already sown in human hearts: the longing for full freedom that is fulfilled in eternity (K. Rahner); the full attainment of love that is "strong as death" (Song 8:6). "To love someone means saying 'you will never die'" (G. Marcel); the fulfillment of a hope that believes beyond death (W. Pannenberg); the response of divine justice to all human injustices (J. Moltmann); eternal satisfaction, since humankind is not agonizingly resigned to die forever (M. de Unamuno).

God completely "justified" the whole existence  of Jesus. By raising him up, God showed that he was fully right. Now, with God's approval, Jesus' word, the scandal of the cross, his ignominious death, take on their full meaning. With the Resurrection of Jesus, God bears witness on behalf of the witness that Jesus had maintained throughout his life: planting the good news of the Kingdom among human beings. The silence of God --the "kénosis" during Jesus' passion and death ("My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?" - Mk 15:34), which seemed to disqualify him, leaving him alone and in utter failure-- is broken in the Resurrection, and is revealed as the creative love that saves the just man from death and rehabilitates him.

God is the protagonist, because He makes it possible for a creature to enter into His new world. Thus the Resurrection is an eschatological event, which God alone can effect and make known: a certain, gratuitous and essentially obscure event, one which respects the personal freedom of the creature. The Resurrection is God's "yes" to all that Jesus signified. And faith in the Resurrection --which is not just one event among others, but the one that encompasses them all-- is faith in Jesus and faith in God. The God who raised Jesus is to be fully believed in.

And it is in view of Jesus' being raised up by the power of the Father that all history takes on its salvific meaning and perspective, as Jesus himself made the disciples on the road to Emmaus understand: He is the interpreter and artificer of God's design. All human history recovers its coherence in the light of his death and resurrection. It is worth our while to live and die as Jesus lived and died. His Resurrection does not remove all human suffering, nor does it take away or dilute the realism of a committed life; rather, it gives it a saving thrust and a new hope.

The Resurrection is not an extraneous event or a vague appendage to the life and death of Jesus; rather, it holds up and highlights the deepest meaning of his existence as a service of love to human beings and of obedience to the Father, a service that was consummated in his death on a cross.  Now, God lovingly accepts this commitment, hails it and seals it with victory. Death and Resurrection together form the one "Passover of the Kingdom."

3.5. The Risen Lord creates a community and sends it out on mission.
To embody the new life that the Resurrection inaugurated, Jesus gathered together a group of disciples who were dispersed and frightened through his betrayal. This calling-together of disciples, namely the creation of the Church (ek-klesía literally means "e-vocation" or "con-vocation"), is the work of the Risen Lord. To this Church, one great work is entrusted: mission.

All gospel accounts show Jesus presenting himself as risen amidst persons who did not expect to see him.  And they use the characteristic verb ophthe,  which in the passive-middle voice means "let himself be seen," thus showing that it is the Lord himself who takes the initiative. These appearances are experiences lived by the disciples, who recognize the Risen Lord and find in him the living center that gathers them together in community. But the Church, gathered around the Lord, does not look inward on its own being or shut itself up within its own limits. Rather, because of the irradiating presence of Christ within it, it goes outward as a  missionary Church.

Every encounter with the Risen Lord entails a mission (thus it was, and thus it should continue to be). "The appearances of the Risen Lord are all missionary" (González Faus). The women, "returning from the tomb, announced all these things to the Eleven and to all the rest" (Lk 24:9). Soon a communications network began to unfold. Just as Jesus did not keep the new life for himself, but rather communicated it, so his disciples began to communicate to each other their own experience of the Risen Lord. The disciples of Emmaus, after their encounter with the glorified Jesus, straightaway rose, returned to Jerusalem and told what had happened to them on the road (Lk 24:33-35). And while they were telling this story, Jesus appeared in their midst, converting them into his unique witnesses, to  go out and preach to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem (Lk 24:47). They are constituted as witnesses, with a sacred duty of announcing these things (Lk 24:48).

The mission of the whole Church, the task that has been expressly commended to it, will consist of continuing those first enthusiastic sharings of faith, of being witnesses to the Resurrection. Being a witness means living our own life in support of the truth of what our words say. It means living by the life of the Risen Lord and making it possible for others to live by that same life. The missionary work of the Church is a prolongation in time of Jesus' own work, which is now enhanced by the power of the Spirit and the cooperation of the Risen Lord.

But the universal mission of the Church is summed up in an exemplary way in the ending of Matthew (Mt 28:16-20), which we would do well to interpret here. It is  short passage, but a very important one, because its serves as a conclusion to the whole Gospel according to Matthew. It recapitulates its great theological themes: the authority (exousía) of Jesus, his teaching ministry, the continuing of his work through the disciples, the continuity between the historical Jesus and the exalted Christ, the assurance that the Lord will remain in the history of the Church until the end of the world. The universal mission of the Church is a consequence of the authority of Jesus: "All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me" (v. 18). Jesus appears as already glorified and enthroned by the Father (the divine passive: cf. Php 2:10; Rev 12:10). Although Jesus speaks as Lord, it is not just his person, but rather the mission conferred, that he stresses. This exousía  signifies his absolute possibility of action -- proper of God--, his perfect dominion and total authority. Whereas the exousía  of the earthly Jesus had limited objectives, that of the Risen Lord is universal in extension and outlook. This divine declaration of the Lord justifies the mission entrusted to the Church, in an express mission-charge: "Go, therefore, and make disciples of all nations..." (v. 19). The sovereignty of the Lord is, therefore, the right and power of those sent by  him. The mission is no longer confined to "the lost sheep of the house of Israel" (Mt 10:5b-6), but is extended to all nations. To make disciples is to make Christian community, that is, to make Church. It is not the nations which become disciples, but rather persons who live among the nations. They are not sent to christianize governments, but to make disciples. This mission includes a life and a teaching: it is realized through baptism (incorporation in the very life of God, the Trinitarian family) and through teaching, which has as an absolute norm, the following of the commands of Jesus, the definitive Teacher (Mt 23:8,10).

For the Church, there is no irreparable break with Jesus, but rather an assurance of his continual assistance: "And know that I am with you always, even until the end of the world" (v. 20). What is assured is not the ecstatic presence of the Lord among an elect group, but rather his dynamic --itinerant-- presence of assistance for the universal mission of salvation, which the Church carries out. Jesus Christ is the origin of the Church's mission. It is he who protects it in a context of suffering, crisis and persecution (Mt 24:5-14). He is the Immanuel, the "God-with-us," who assists it all days, until the end of the world, when all nations will acknowledge him as King and Lord.

In carrying out this missionary command, the Church is not left alone. It is animated by the power of the Spirit (Lk 24:48-49), the hearing of the Word (Lk 24:13-27), the bread of the Eucharist (Lk 24:28-29) and the unfailing presence of its Lord (Mt 28:20).


CLARETIAN KEY

CONFORMED WITH CHRIST, DEAD AND RISEN
"I desire to suffer labors, mockeries, slanders, persecutions, sorrows and afflictions for love of Jesus Christ and the salvation of souls" (Spiritual Notes, SAW, p. 283).

The desire to imitate Jesus and the missionary dimension of suffering are the two aspects that  Claret lived intensely in the midst of the persecutions he had to bear in the different stages of his life.  It all culminated in his exile in Fontfroide, where he placed in God's hands a life committed to others for the announcement of the Gospel. The reading of the Word of God and the contemplation of Jesus constitute the light and power that allowed Claret --and allows his missionaries-- to live the paschal dimension of the ministry entrusted to them.

"We often experience difficulties in our ministry, because transmitting a message of annunciation and denunciation in conflicting situations of unbelief, injustice, alienation or death, is always a dangerous and risky business. Jesus was the 'Martyr of the Word,' and it was precisely for this reason that he could not be silenced. The history of our Congregation, beginning with our Father Founder himself, is rich in martyrs" (SW 17).

With this as our starting point, it is possible for us to live in solidarity the experience of the Resurrection: the life that conquers death in ourselves, in the history of persons and peoples, and in the cosmos. The experience of the Lord's Passover in the apostolic ministry constitutes the vocational optics through which we view this theme.


SITUATIONAL KEY
1. Each one of these. It is not a matter of races, peoples or geographies, but of persons. Each person who suffers is a world that suffers. Each big-city street corner, each hospital bed, each hut in the jungle, each barred cell, knows the concrete names and concrete histories of those who suffer. Suffering has a name, suffering has a face. To speak of salvation can either sound like mockery or it can generate hope. But there's the rub. Jesus did not die in order to spare us from suffering, but rather in order to give us the opportunity to undertake suffering as he undertook it, to be able to accept it and to go on from there to struggle against all suffering that is the fruit of evil, injustice,  inequality and ignorance. Can suffering become meaningful? Do we have Word enough to make it have meaning?

2. All for all. There is only one way to become all things to all persons, and that is to stand in their shoes. From that vantage point it is possible to learn the universality of suffering, the "international hymn of the humbled and offended." And if we consider (as the Book of Revelation tells us) that the Risen Lord retains the signs of his passion forever, we will be able to grasp that there is all too much idle whining, whereas true work for justice, the struggle against poverty and the search for true solidarity can only be accomplished in confrontation with human beings. The Christian is a disciple of the "Man for others." Humans are needy beings, who tend to grasp and possess...at the cost of others. If the universality of humankind breaks down, then everything becomes unequal: food, work, money and land. Everything is divided into categories, castes and classes. The answer does not lie in accentuating the particular. Accentuating what is mine cannot be the solution to the problem of all. Otherwise, what is the meaning of being "all for all"?

3. Sound familiar? For many, religion is a challenge to suffer today in hopes of a happy tomorrow. Life is a journey that starts from a valley of tears and leads us to the summit of joy. How compare the short suffering of this world with eternal happiness? One would think that religion is a crash course in learning how to suffer. From this viewpoint, one looks at Christ crucified and only feels compassion. But in Christ crucified we must discover a song of life. The "woeful" expressions of plain folk can be brought back to their real meaning: from night to light, from cross to crown, from death to resurrection.  This change will only be possible if we discover the reason for Christ's dying: love. The only thing that the Word --even it is a hard word-- needs in order to be believed today, is that it be accompanied by love. How does the Word of the Crucified sound in today's Church? Is it spoken in a loving tone? Is it presented as an invitation to life?

4. The culture of solidarity. Solidarity is not an exclusively private virtue, but a public one as well. It is as public as injustice, violence, wastefulness and destruction are. More than nine hundred and fifty million human beings are unable to satisfy the most elementary needs of life today. Millions are victims of violence, of civil war and of utter disregard. What we need is to beget a culture that makes solidarity possible. This demands struggling against our own interests, against our own comfort and sometimes against our own culture. It calls for new ways, new customs, a new civilization of love, where being is more important than having; a civilization that is open to the transcendent and open to the mystery of the Redeemer, whose blood "made the two of us one by breaking down the barrier of hostility that kept us apart" (Eph 2:13-14). How would you assess the way Christians face situations that require them to take a stand, even against "their own," in order to remain in solidarity?


EXISTENTIAL KEY
1. How do we deal with suffering on a personal level? What keys do we use in order to stand firm when sorrow takes hold of our life?

2. In catechizing and in proclaiming the Word, how do we approach the theme of suffering and death? What place do Jesus and his Passion hold in our reasonings?

3. Popular religiosity is rich in expressions of faith regarding the Passion. Is it also rich in expressions regarding the Resurrection? What are our thoughts on this?

4. How do we undertake the painful consequences that come with our commitment to the Kingdom? Do we hesitate before them? Do we have recourse to community discernment in facing difficult moments in the proclamation of the Word (SW 17.1)?

5. Is our community life that of followers of the Risen Lord, that is, of hope-filled persons? Given our security, do we feel that we are in solidarity with the suffering of the world? What are some of the accomplishments and gestures that do credit to our solidarity?


COMMUNITY MEETING
1. Opening prayer or song.

2. Reading of the Word of God: Lk 24:23-35.

3. Dialogue on theme 7 in its different keys.

* Remember what we stated in the PRESENTATION about the community meeting.

* Keep in mind the questions formulated within the guidelines offered for the situational and existential keys.
4. Prayer of thanksgiving or intercession.

5. Closing song.
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